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THE  SENSES  OF  THE  BLIND 

The  opinion  has  been  wide-spread  that  the 

loss  of  one  sense  by  the  blind  is  compensated  by  greater 
power  in  the  remaining  ones.  Thus  a blind  person  is 
supposed  to  have  very  sensitive  hearing  and  touch,  and  one 
who  is  both  blind  and  deaf  is  believed  to  have  the  sense  of  touch 
in  a peculiarly  acute  form.  Dr.-’ J.-  loteyko,  formerly  chief  of 
the  psychophysiological  laboratory  of  the  University  of  Brus- 
sells,  tells  us  in  the  Revue  Scientifi^gue  (Paris,  October  13-20)  that 
recent  experiments  place  this  belief  in  a new  light,  altho  they  do 
not  literally  support  it.  It  is  not  true,  in  an. exact  physiological 
sense,  he  says,  that  a blind  person  has  sharper  hearing  than  a 
seeing  one;  but  it  is  true  that  he  is  generally  better  able  to 
make  use  of  his  ears,  because  his  limitations  have  taught  him 
methods  of  doing  so.  The  effect  is  psychological.  The  blind 
person  is  in  a condition  to  make  better  use  of  the  impressions 
that  his  remaining  seii^eh  furnish  him.  For  instance,  the  writer 
tells  us,  the  blind  hai%  no  superior  sensitiveness  of  touch,  but 
they'do  excel  in  what  he  calls  “tactile  memory,”  wWch  is  very 
feeble  in  the  seeing.  To  quote- and  condense: 


4^We  continually  conve^iour  tactile  unages  into  visual  images, 
the  former  being  muc^Jess  stable,  probably  for  lackmf  exercise.' 
In  .-the' blind,"  the  perSistenea’of  tactile  linages  must  be  assumed.' 
Their  tactile  education,'  continued  and  persistent,  enriches  the 
br^h  with  innumerable '-tactile  forms  that  constitute  a museum^- 
of  memories.  In  favor  oL  this  supposition  we  have  the  happy. 
influence  exerted  in  the -education  of  the  blind  by  modeling,* 
which  enables  them  to  infiSrpret  exterior  objects  in  form,  esthetic 
value,  and  signiflca-nce. 

‘Ain  young  blind  persons  the  memory  of  attitudes  is  well 
devblpped.  As  a general  thing,"'  they  can  reproduce  Satisfactorily 
linei  and  angles  that  they'are  caused  to  draw  and  can  reassume 
different  altitudes-  given  to  their  hmbs.  In  the  muscular 
ediiSation  of  the  blind,  the  Italian  physiologist  [Treves]  recom- 
me^sjcertain  movepients  of  the  large.,  joints,  for  he  recognizes 
tha^muscular  sensation  is  greater  for  the  articular  systems 
wh‘^  movements  have  the” greatest  range  and  speed. 

“>rin  fine,  altho  the  sensorial  acuteness ’of  touch  and  hearing 
is  iiid  more  developed  inr  the  blind  than  in  the  seeing,  the 
superiority  of  these  two  senses  is  attested  in  them  by  a 
more  considerable  degree  of  sensorial  attention,  and  also 
probably  by  a more  persistent  and  more,  faithful  sensorial 
memory. 

“We  may  divide  the  blind  into  two  distinct  groups.  On  the 
one  hand  are  those  endowed  with  great  intellect  and  wfil,  who 
struggle  to  emancipate  themselves  from  the  gloom  into  which 
they  are  plunged.  If  these  have  had  also  an  adequate  educa- 
tion, they  will  doubtless  develop  their  remaining  senses  to  a 
degree  unattainable  by  the  seeing.  To  this  group  belong  Laura 
Bridgman,  Helen  Keller,  Marie  Heurton,  etc.,  among  blind  deaf- 
mutes,  and  many  intelligent  blind  persons  who  reach  a high  stage 
of  mental  culture. 

“As  for  the  second  class,  it  includes  individuals  naturally  of 
slight  intelligence  and  feeble  wiU.  They  remain  within  their 
limits;  the  absence  of  a sense  is  a decisive  obstacle  in  the  path 
of  their  development,  and  the  remaining  senses  have  no  occasion 
for  exercise,  so  that  they  remain  inferior.  A good  education 
may  indeed  remedy  these  defects  by  awaking  the  subjects  from 
the  torpor  and  stimulating  their  curiosity.  Probably  the  ranks 
of  the  blind,  and  especially  the  blind  children  who  fill  the  various 
institutions,  are  chiefly  composed  of  this  kind  of  subjects. 

“Here,  as  elsewhere,  there  has  been  confusion  between  the 
individual  and  the  collective  method  of  research.  A few  obser- 
vations on  exceptional  blind  persons  have  led  to  erroneous 
generalization;  and  we  have  thus  put  forward  the  principle  of 
vicarious  sense-action.  Later,  experiments  on  a large  number 
have  negatived  this  principle.  It  remains  intact,  as  we  have 
seen,  but  it  is  psychological  in  order.  At  the  same  time,  we 
can  see  the  enormous  importance  of  giving  an  appropriate 
education  to  the  blind.” 
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